I
first met Sharon M. Draper about five years ago when I was a doctoral student at Ohio State University. At the time, Ohio State held an annual children's literature conference, and the year I met Ms. Draper I was chosen to be her assistant. My responsibilities were few, but the rewards were great. While I tried to make sure she arrived at various locations on time, we chatted about teaching and writing. Always the teacher, she mentored me, offering advice about everything from pursuing goals to writing fiction of my own.
Since our initial meeting, I have followed her career, read all of her work, and shared much of it with my students and my own son. I have heard her speak numerous times, and I have always appreciated hearing the story of how she went from teaching students face-to-face at Walnut Hills High School in Cincinnati, Ohio, to teaching students all around the world through her novels. An accomplished English language arts teacher-she was honored as National Teacher of the Year in 1997-Draper had never considered being a writer herself until one of her students confronted her with a challenge: "You think you so bad-why don't YOU write something!" The student urged as he handed her an application for a writing contest sponsored by Ebony magazine. Reluctantly, Draper accepted the application. That afternoon she went to the grocery store and was moved by something she saw:
I was pushing my cart down an aisle, when a woman came toward me from the other direction. In her cart was a chubby, almost cherubic-looking three-year-old, standing amidst the food items his mother had selected. He was grinning and reaching for her. Just as I passed them, instead of reaching for her son, I heard her say to him, "If you don't sit your stinkin', useless butt back down in that shopping cart, I swear I'll bust your greasy face in!" (Draper 53) Draper continued, Shocked, I looked at her sharply, but I said nothing. The child sat down heavily, his smile gone. She rushed past me and headed to the checkout lane. I found the spaghetti sauce and pasta I was looking for, but I was no longer hungry. I couldn't get the face of that child out of my mind. 1 Upon accepting her invitation to attend the 38th Annual Coretta Scott King Award breakfast held in Washington, DC, where she was being honored for Copper Sun, I listened attentively as she gave her acceptance speech before we sat down in the Renaissance Hotel to talk about her work. This article is intended to discuss Draper's first historical fiction book and how she strives to reach reluctant readers.
Draper has visited Africa several times. In 1998, for example, she attended a conference and visited schools in West Africa, and in 2001 she visited Ghana, where she taught English literature at Mawuli School. She also visited the slave castles, which proved to be an inspirational experience for her. In March she said, "When I went to the slave castles, one is called Cape Coast Castle and one is called Elmina Castle, I was physically affected. It was spiritual; it was emotional. It was like someone tapped me on my shoulder and said, 'You have to tell my story.' It really was almost a spiritual kind of thing." Later, in her speech at the Coretta Scott King breakfast in June of 2007, Draper said, "It was like I was chosen to write this book. I was tapped on the shoulders by the ancestors. I really believe that. The first time I went to Africa I had no plans to write a book about slavery, but the dusty red KH: "Ten years?"
Sharon M. Draper: The original version of Copper
Sun is so different from the final version it is almost like they are two different books; it was a work in progress all along. I would change huge sections of it, delete, and update as I learned more. I said that's not going to work, and I would take out huge chunks and start over.
At the NCTE conference mentioned earlier, Draper said that writing historical fiction for an audience that looked to her for fast paced books about current issues and topics was challenging. "How was I going to get kids to care about what happened in 1738?" she wondered. In her Coretta Scott King award acceptance speech she quips, "I write about lockers, and homework, and teachers, and librarians; I write for 21st century kids. They can't make it without their cell phones, and their I-pods, and their computers. They have learned to trust me and depend on me to write something that is relevant to their lives, and I'm going to take them back to 1738? Yeah, right." She finally solved this problem by appealing to the reluctant reader's craving for compelling characterization. "What I ended up doing is not focusing on dates and castles and kings, but on characters because that's what they [her readers] care about," she explained.
KH: "Does the reluctant reader demand something different from a historical piece than they do from a contemporary fiction piece?" Sharon M. Draper: I think that in order to grab a reluctant reader, regardless of the genre, the writer has to find what it is that will grab them. In fiction, I think it's character because reluctant readers need action, and they need a character they can care about. When I talk to kids about Copper Sun, they tell me, 'I don't care anything about historical fiction, but I cared about Amari. I was worried about her; I cared what happened to her; I kept reading because I wanted to know if she was going to be OK. I grab them, I think, by creating caring characters. Writers also have to have a plot that pulls them in.
Draper began writing novels and poetry for the reluctant readers in her classroom. When her students would not read the poetry in their anthology, she wrote poetry, and when students told her they were nonreaders and proud of it, she promised them she would write a book they would enjoy reading. The numerous e-mails she receives daily suggest that Draper made good on her promise. Here are three that exemplify how most of her readers feel about her work: My mom used to bug me so much about reading, every day she would be asking if I had gotten a book out from the library recentlly. I didnt like reading that much. I could never concentrate on the words on the page, I would think about something that happened in school or something I was planning on doing later. My best friend started reading your books, we would be on the phone and I wouldnt know if she was there or not, Sometimes I had to scream her name into the reciever a million times and she would finally respond with, "Hold up, I gotta finish this book!" So I decided I would try reading your books. I started reading Tears of a Tiger, and my eyes were glued to the page! I even brought it to the hairdressers with me to read! It took me two days to finish it, the first day I brought it to the hairdressers and read befored bed, the next day I read all day until I finished. 
